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general trends and case study
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Abstract
This article analyzes the new system of indicators adopted in Italy to evaluate 
universities’ research activities, and it shows that this system provides an 
 implicit structure of economic incentives which de facto is likely to favor the 
use of English in scientific communication. This is due, among other things, to 
the use of bibliometric indicators and databases skewed in favor of English. 
This article also analyzes the rising phenomenon of programs taught entirely 
in English in Italian universities, showing that the introduction of programs in 
English does not seem to respond to a real demand by students or to a demand 
for language skills in the Italian labor market. Rather, it is related to the use of 
the number of foreign students as an indicator of university performance. The 
focus of the article is on the respective use of Italian and English in Italian 
universities, but general remarks are also relevant to other countries and the 
European Union as a whole. This article emphasizes the effects of academic 
performance indicators on linguistic diversity and thus their role as a lan-
guage policy tool. In addition, it addresses the question of the quality of indica-
tors currently employed.
Keywords: language policy; research assessment; journal impact factor; 
bibliometric indicators; international student mobility; univer-
sity rankings.
1.	 Introduction
The	 role	 of	 higher	 education	 in	 influencing	 economic	 growth	 has	 become	
stronger	as	a	result	of	several	structural	changes	that	have	taken	place	in	the	
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A	 second	 consequence	 regards	 the	 increasingly	 strategic	 importance	 of	
	attracting	highly-skilled	individuals	from	other	countries	(cf.	OECD	2008b).	
This	implies,	among	other	things,	the	implementation	of	a	series	of	immigra-
tion	 policies	 aimed	 at	 supporting	 the	 international mobility	 of	 students	 and	
researchers,	 or	more	 specifically	of	 the	 “brightest	 students	 and	 researchers”	
(OECD	2008b).	The	European	Union	(EU)	strategy	for	higher	education	pro-













to	 several	 observers	 (cf.	 various	 contributions	 in	 Maccacaro	 2007;	 Perotti	
2008),	the	Italian	university	lags	behind	the	higher	education	systems	of	com-
parable	OECD	countries	(see	Appendix	for	abbreviations),	and	this	negatively	
affects	 Italy’s	 competitiveness	 and	 economic	 growth	 (Tabellini	 2007).	 The	









communication	between	 experts.	 I	 focus	 in	particular	on	 academic	publica-
tions.	Section	3	focuses	on	policies	aimed	at	increasing	international	students’	
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mobility	and	on	their	effects	on	secondary	scientific	communication,	that	is,	
communication	addressed	 to	 the	 layperson,	 for	 example	 students	or	general	
public.	 I	 focus	 more	 specifically	 on	 teaching.	 Section	 4	 summarizes	 and	
	concludes.
2.	 The	linguistic	implications	of	research	performance	evaluation
2.1.	 A reform based on performance indicators
The	first	law	promulgated	by	the	Italian	Parliament	in	2009	(Law	No.	1/2009)	




than	7%	of	State	 funding	 to	universities	has	 to	be	allocated	on	 the	basis	of	
	indicators	reflecting	quality	of	scientific	research	(2/3	of	the	share),	and	quality	






















not	 have	 done	 otherwise	 to	 cause	 a	 change	 in	 the	 value	 of	 an	 indicator	 to-
wards	a	desired	direction.	In	some	cases	the	change	in	actors’	behavior	is	pre-
cisely	the	goal	of	the	policy	maker,	and	indicators	can	provide	an	appropriate	
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lowing	 its	 acronym	 in	 Italian	—	 is	 responsible	 for	 implementing	 Law	No.	
1/2009.	MIUR	provisions	do	not	include	any	specific	norm	related	to	language	
(MIUR	2009a;	2009b).	However,	on	the	basis	of	the	empirical	evidence	avail-







2.2.	 The role of bibliometric indicators in evaluation
2.2.1. The journal impact factor: validity, language bias and evaluation 
 outcomes. The	journal	impact	factor	(JIF)	—	defined	as	the	ratio	between	the	
number	of	citations	a	journal	receives	in	year	X	to	articles	published	in	the	two	
previous	years	and	 the	number	of	articles	published	 in	 that	 journal	 in	 those	












dent	weakness.	 First,	 the	 value	 of	 the	 JIF	 is	 strongly	 dependent	 on	 subject	
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cases,	 the	use	of	 the	JIF	has	 influenced	 the	publication	strategies	of	 journal	
editors,	who	 can	 encourage	 authors	 to	 cite	 articles	 already	published	 in	 the	
same	journal	where	authors	have	submitted	their	paper	precisely	to	increase	its	



















Science Citation Index,	 the	Social Sciences Citation Index,	 and	 the	Arts & 
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dataset,	 but	 including	 publications	 in	 other	 languages	 than	English	 covered	
by	 the	Science Citation Index.	 Figure	 1	 shows	 that	 the	 relative	 position	 of	
	Switzerland,	France	and	Germany	significantly	worsens	once	publications	in	
ISI-covered	 journals	 from	 Swiss,	 French	 and	German	medical	 scientists	 in	
other	languages	than	English	are	included.	This	is	due	to	the	fact	that,	on	aver-
Figure	1.	  Effects of language bias on international comparisons (medical research publications, 
1981–1998). Source: reproduced from Van Leeuwen et al. (2001: 340 –341, Figures 3 
and 4), with kind permission from Springer Science+Business Media B.V.
Brought to you by | Humboldt-Universitaet Berlin (Humboldt-Universität Berlin)
Authenticated | 172.16.1.226
Download Date | 7/13/12 3:25 PM


















should	 be	 excluded	 from	 comparisons	 between	 countries.	However,	 as	Van	
Leeuwen	et	al.	note,	this	would	not	solve	the	problem,	since	“the	exclusion	of	






international	 influential	 journals	 in	English	 and	 their	 “worst”	 articles	 in	na-
tional	journals	in	other	languages,	which	therefore	are	less	cited	(this	would	
explain	a	low	JIF).	Obviously,	it	would	be	misleading	to	deny	that	many	of	the	
most	 prestigious	 academic	 journals	 publish	 in	English.	However,	 this	 argu-





ity	 of	 researchers	 to	 read	 the	 language	 in	which	 the	 journal	 is	written,	 and	
therefore	 the	 demographic	 size	 of	 the	 national	 researchers’	 community	 and	
the	skills	of	 researchers	 in	foreign	 languages	are	 likely	 to	play	a	role	 in	 the	
determination	 of	 the	 value	 of	 the	 JIF.11	 The	 empirical	 importance	 of	 this	
	demographic	effect	is	a	separate	question,	but	it	is	certainly	not	systematically	
related	to	journals’	quality.	Secondly,	the	JIF	depends	on	the	choices	of	ISI	as	
to	which	 journals	 to	cover.	 If	 the	 journals	of	a	given	 linguistic	area	are	not	
covered,	the	JIF	of	these	journals	is	zero.	Moreover,	the	computation	of	the	JIF	
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of	an	ISI-covered	journal	not	in	English	does	not	include	citations	of	this	jour-




ent	extent,	 in	evaluating	universities’	 research	activities,	 for	example,	Spain	






















assessment	practices	 is	 likely	 to	 reinforce	 this	 trend.	 In	Spain,	 for	example,	











mented	 the	 progressive	marginalization	 of	 national	 journals.	 Between	 1994	
and	2001,	for	example,	publications	form	the	Spanish	region	of	Madrid	in	the	
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Spanish	database	 ICYT	 (Science	 and	Technology)	decreased	by	15%,	while	
publications	 in	 ISI	Science Citation Index	 increased	 by	 54%	 (Bordons	 and	
Gómez	2004:	192).
It	is	worth	stressing	that	it	is	likely	that	this	effect	is	the	result	of	the	incen-




2.2.2. Bibliometric indicators in the Italian evaluation system. Bibliomet-
ric	indicators	play	an	important	role	in	the	new	Italian	system	for	university	











There	 are	 four	 such	 indicators	 (MIUR	2009a).	The	first	 indicator	 (B1)	 is	
based	on	the	rating	received	by	universities	and	research	centers	(hereinafter	
“participant	institutions”)	in	the	“Three-years	Research	Evaluation”	(Valutazi-
one Triennale della Ricerca,	or	VTR).	The	VTR	was	carried	out	between	2001	
and	2003	by	the	Committee	for	the	Evaluation	of	Research	(Comitato di Indi-
rizzo per la Valutazione della Ricerca, or	CIVR),	following	the	example	of	the	
British	“Research	Assessment	Exercise”	(RAE),	which	will	be	replaced	by	the	
“Research	Excellence	 Framework”	 in	 the	 future.	The	 final	 report	was	 pub-
lished	in	2007	(CIVR	2007).	Future	research	evaluations	will	be	carried	out	by	
a	new	body,	namely,	the	National	Agency	for	the	Evaluation	of	Universities	
and	Research	Institutes	(Agenzia Nazionale di Valutazione del Sistema Univer-
sitario e della Ricerca	—	or	ANVUR),	which	now	replaces	CIVR.
Indicator	B2	is	also	based	on	the	results	of	the	VTR	and	it	rewards	initiatives	
aimed	at	exploiting	results	of	applied	research	(e.g.	patents).	The	third	indica-
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Let	us	focus	on	indicator	B1.	This	indicator	is	computed	on	the	basis	on	six	






(Area	 panelists),	 distributed	 in	 20	 scientific	 areas,	were	 responsible	 for	 the	




On	 the	 basis	 of	 experts’	 rating	 and	 taking bibliometric indicators into 
 account	—	in	particular	impact	factor	and	citation	analysis	(CIVR	2003:	21)	








ficant	 causal	 and	 positive	 relationship	 between	 the	 JIF	—	 the	 independent	
	variable	—	and	panelists’	 ratings	—	the	dependent	variable	—	(Reale	et	al.	









	selecting	 scientific	 output.	 Participant	 institutions	 autonomously	 select	 their	
products	 (the	 only	 restrictions	 being	 the	 number	 and	 the	 type	 of	 products).	






panelists	 have	 to	 take	 them	 into	 account	 for	 rating	 scientific	 products	 (see	
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2.3.	 Discussion: the choice of research performance indicators 
as language policy
Scientific	 output	 selected	 for	 the	VTR	 2001–2003	 (CIVR	 2007:	 5)	 was	 in	
	English	 in	 almost	 three	 fourths	 of	 cases	 (76%),	 followed	 by	 Italian	 (22%).	
Other	languages	play	a	marginal	role	(1%	for	French,	0.4%	for	German	and	
0.3%	for	Spanish).	The	use	of	English	is	more	frequent	in	hard	sciences	(90%)	














evidence	 suggests	 that	 the	 importance	 of	 bibliometric	 indicators	 based	 on	
the	database	of	ISI	will	be	strengthened	in	future	evaluations	carried	out	by	
ANVUR.19	 In	addition,	 the	exact	meaning	of	 the	criterion	“internationaliza-
tion”	should	be	clarified.	Finally,	the	presence	of	a	clear	language	policy	for	








Nevertheless,	 the	example	of	countries	 such	as	Spain,	which	 in	1989	ad-
opted	an	evaluation	approach	similar	to	the	VTR,	seems	to	suggest	that	the	use	
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of	 indicator	as	such	rather	 than	on	 the	result.	Secondly,	 the	question	of	 lan-
guage	bias	should	be	seriously	addressed	in	international	comparisons21	and	in	
national	research	assessments.	In	order	to	have	an	accurate	picture	of	universi-







since	 these	 journals	often	play	an	 important	 role	 in	 the	dissemination	of	 re-
search	at	a	local	level	and	they	are	particularly	relevant	for	applied	disciplines.	
The	role	of	languages	other	than	English	in	the	process	of	creation,	production	
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lingua	 franca”	or	ELF	 (e.g.	 Jenkins	2007)	does	not	 have	 any	policy	 conse-
quence	in	terms	of	fairness.
3.	 The	linguistic	implications	of	international	student	mobility
3.1.	 Current policy trends in higher education
International	 student	mobility	has	become	an	 increasingly	significant	global	
phenomenon.	 The	 number	 of	 tertiary-level	 students	 enrolled	 outside	 their	
country	 of	 citizenship	 has	 risen	 from	 0.6	million	 in	 1975	 to	 2.6	million	 in	
2006,	of	which	83.5%	were	from	countries	of	the	OECD	area	(OECD	2008a:	
352).	 International	student	mobility	has	always	been	promoted	for	 fostering	
international	 cooperation,	 elite	 education	 and	 promoting	 intercultural	 dia-












tries,	especially	countries	where	the	national	 language	(or	 languages)	 is	 less	
commonly	spoken	worldwide.
Between	2002	and	2007,	for	example,	the	number	of	bachelors	of	arts	(BA)	
and	masters	of	arts	 (MA)	programs	 taught	entirely	 in	English	has	 tripled	 in	
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	between	 programs	 in	 Italian	 and	 programs	 in	 English,	 and	 the	 relationship	
	between	PTEs	and	 the	 linguistic	needs	 for	 foreign	 language	skills	 in	 Italian	
firms.
3.2.	 English-taught programs in Italian universities
10%	of	Italian	universities	offer	at	least	a	BA	program	taught	entirely	in	Eng-
lish.24	This	percentage	climbs	to	18%	for	MA,	44%	for	professionally-oriented	






















adopted	 a	 systematic	 policy	 of	 encouraging	 Italian	 students	 to	 choose	 pro-
grams	in	English	if	programs	are	still	available	in	both	languages.	Italian	stu-
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More	 generally,	 limiting	 operating	 costs	 could	 lead	 some	 universities	 to	
avoid	parallel	programs	in	two	languages	in	the	long	run.	In	other	words,	the	
gradual	 increase	 in	 the	 average	 level	 of	 citizens’	 proficiency	 in	English	 re-
sulting	from	current	educational	policy	associated	with	the	rising	prestige	of	
English	are	 likely	 to	affect	 future	universities’	 strategies	with	 respect	 to	 the	
languages	to	be	used	in	teaching.	Why	should	universities	provide	the	same	
programs	in	two	languages,	if	by	adopting	an	English-only	policy,	especially	at	





concerns	 the	 access	 to	 higher	 education	 in	 those	 geographical	 areas	 where	
	programs	in	Italian	are	abolished.	Students	who	are	not	proficient	in	English	
or	who	want	 to	study	 in	 the	national	 language	might	be	obliged	de	 facto	 to	
move	to	a	different	region	to	find	similar	programs	still	available	in	Italian	and	
therefore	bear	considerable	adjustment	costs.	Secondly,	MIUR	should	assess	
the	systemic	effect	 in	 the	 long	run	of	a	gradual	shift	 to	English	 in	 teaching.	
In	other	words,	the	aggregate	effect	of	short-term	strategies	adopted	by	indi-
vidual	 universities	 that	 for	 some	 reason	 invest	 in	 programs	 exclusively	 in	
	English	 (cf.	Section	3.3)	may	not	be	compatible	with	 society’s	objective	of	
avoiding	“domain	 loss”	 in	certain	disciplines,	 that	 is,	preserving	 in	 the	 long	
run	the	functions	of	the	local	language	as	a	language	of	advanced	culture	and	
learning.
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Italian	 firms	 are	mostly	 oriented	 towards	 the	 domestic	market:	 80.7%	of	
micro	businesses,	52.4%	of	SMBs	and	40%	of	large	businesses	do	not	partici-



































94.8% 	 4.6% 	 0.5% 	 0.1%
Percentage	of	total	Italian	workforce	employed	
in	a	given	class	of	firms	(year	2007)
47.6% 21.4% 12.7% 18.3%
Share	of	the	added	value	produced	in	Italy	in	
2006	by	class	of	firms
33.9% 22.5% 16.1% 27.5%
*Source:	 table	compiled	by	the	author	on	the	basis	of	ISTAT	(2009:	70 –71)
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sides	English	(99.6%	of	companies	that	have	provided	linguistic	education	to	
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3.3.	 Discussion: student mobility and academic performance indicators
To	my	knowledge,	no	official	data	are	available	regarding	the	current	demand	
by	students	for	PTEs	in	Italy.	However,	figures	available	for	Europe	tend	to	






ments	 (77%),	 and	presidents,	 rectors,	 vice-presidents	 or	 vice-rectors	 (76%),	
while	individual	students	and/or	student	organizations	are	at	the	bottom	of	the	
list	(27%)	(more	than	one	answer	to	this	questionnaire	item	was	possible).	No	
data	 are	 available	 regarding	 the	 demand	 for	 PTEs	 from	 firms.	 In	 addition,	
Wächter	 and	Maiworm	 (2008:	 68)	 report	 that	 according	 to	 institutional	 co-
ordinators	in	the	faculties	and	departments	of	European	universities,	the	intro-
duction	of	PTEs	is	mainly	justified	in	terms	of	need	for	(i)	attracting	foreign	
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In	other	words,	attracting	foreign	students	has	become	an	end	in	itself.	This	
is	probably	not	only	due	to	the	need	for	attracting	the	“brightest	students”	from	
abroad	 (cf.	Section	1),	 but	 also	because	 indicators	 related	 to	 the	number	of	
foreign	students	as such are	often	considered	indicators	of	quality	of	a	univer-












valid	 (see	 Section	 2.1)	 for	 several	 reasons.	 First,	 foreign	 students	 may	 be	
	attracted	because	programs	are	easier	than	in	universities	in	their	own	country	
or	other	prestigious	foreign	universities,	by	the	lack	of	access	to	university	in	
the	 desired	 field	 in	 their	 own	 country,	 or	 simply	 by	 lower	 tuition	 fees.	 For	
	example,	lower	tuition	fees	is	one	of	the	arguments	used	by	Dutch	universities	
to	 attract	 British	 students	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 (Hodge	 2009).	 Secondly,	 and	
more	 importantly,	 student	 mobility	 patterns	 are	 heavily	 influenced	 by	 lin-
guistic	variables.	International	mobility	is	easier	between	neighbor	countries	
sharing	the	same	language,	since	“statistics	suggest	that,	all	other	things	being	




abroad	 (OECD	 2008a:	 355).	 This	 translates	 into	 a	 key	 competitive	 advan-
tage	especially	to	English-speaking	countries	(and	to	a	certain	extent	also	to	
French	and	German-speaking	countries)	(Hughes	2008;	OECD	2008a:	355),	
and	 it	 again	 raises	 the	 question	 of	 fairness	 in	 scientific	 communication	 (cf.	








to	 a	demand	 for	 specific	 linguistic	 skills	 by	firms,	 an	 effective	 immigration	
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policy,	or	a	marketing	strategy	to	increase	universities’	visibility	or	to	artifi-
cially	boost	 its	 position	 in	 international	 rankings	 (note	 that	 this	 is	 a	 second	
example	of	adverse	effect	—	cf.	Section	2.1).	Generally	speaking,	increasing	
the	supply	of	PTEs	can	give	rise	to	several	advantages,	for	example	a	broaden-
ing	of	 the	 range	of	education	programs	or	a	higher	 inflow	of	 students	 from	
other	countries.	Nevertheless,	depending	on	the	language	policy	adopted,	they	
can	also	entail	a	decrease	in	linguistic	diversity	in	education	or	a	questionable	





This	 article	 provides	 a	 critical	 assessment	 of	 the	 impact	 on	 scientific	 com-
munication	 of	 tools	 and	 procedures	 chosen	 for	 research	 evaluation	 and	 for	
	promoting	 international	 student	 mobility	 in	 Italy.	 The	 emergence	 of	 the	

















ity.	 Section	 3	 shows	 that	 the	 “internationalization”	 of	 Italian	 universities	 is	
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Since	the	choice	of	academic	performance	indicators	does	not	necessarily	
have	 the	 same	 outcomes	 in	 terms	 of	 actors’	 behavior,	 including	 language	
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Citations”	 indicator	 (see	 http://www.thomsonreuters.com/content/press_room/sci/350008,	
accessed	on	21January	2011).	However,	any	reference	to	their	work	can	only	be	provisional.
















	14.	 These	 sub-indicators	 are	 aimed	 at	 assessing,	 among	 other	 things,	 participant	 institutions’	
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